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The  use  of  social  media  by  employers  remains  a  relatively  unexplored  aspect  of  the 
employment relationship despite its increasing prevalence. Technical control has long been 
a tradition within labour process analysis, for example in the seminal work of Edwards 
(1979);  but  analysis  of  such  control  typically  concerns  technologies  and  systems  used 
within  the  workplace  to  pace,  direct,  monitor,  evaluate,  reward  and  discipline  workers 
(ibid; Callaghan and Thompson, 2001). Current anecdotal evidence indicates workers being 
monitored  and  disciplined  by  employers  for  activities  on  social  networking  (SN)  sites 
which workers use mostly outside the working environment1. Recent high profile cases 
include  Virgin  Atlantic  firing  13  cabin  crew  for  making  derogatory  comments  about 
passengers and the company’s safety standards on a Facebook group (Conway, 2008); and 
(after  a  seven  month  investigation)  a  senior  UK  civil  servant  who  was  dismissed  after 








predicted  increasing  leverage  of  social  media  to  attract  particular  segments  of  the 










Most  current  work  considers  the  advantages  of  social  media  for  employers  and 
management. The UK’s Chartered Institute for Personnel and Development proposed that 
social media could offer ‘ … HR a new way of making a significant contribution to their 
organisation’s  strategic  and  operational  goals’  (Martin  et  al.,  2008:  3).  This  report 
emphasised  how  this  contribution  could  be  made,  for  example,  through  enabling 
communication  between  management  and  employees,  creating  on‐line  communities  of 
practice and ultimately creating ‘collective intelligence’ in the organisation.  Social media 
have been argued to bring benefits in communicating the employers’ brand to potential 
                                                 
1 Social media are broadly defined as web-based services that allow members to construct a profile detailing their 
personal information, create a list of users they have connections with and view and navigate through their 
connections and through other’s connections (Boyd and Ellison, 2007).  Social networking sites take the form of 
either personal networks (e.g. Facebook,Twitter) or professional networks that connect applicants with potential 













terrain’  (Edwards,  1979)  of  employer  control.  This  contestation  potentially  arises  as 
workers  react  to  employers’  extension  of  control  and  surveillance  into  their  non‐work 
lives.  We begin with a review of existing labour process analysis of the use of technology 
and  surveillance  before  extending  these  concepts  to  issues  concerning  the  work‐life 
boundary  that  potentially  stem  from  employers’  use  of  social  media.  This  includes  a 
consideration  of  the  effects  on  workers’  perceptions  of  fairness  and  justice  in  the 
workplace. Informed by this review, we pose three exploratory research questions: (1) 
what are workers’ experiences of social media use in the employment sphere; (2) how do 





The  empirical  study  involved  a  survey  of  over  400  business  and  management  school 
undergraduate  students  drawn  from  three  Scottish  Universities.  The  experiences  and 
opinions  of  this  particular  group  are  especially  germane  given  that  they  belong  to  the 
technologically  literate  ‘generation  Y’  (Tenwick,  2008)  and  will  soon  be  entering  the 
marketplace for full‐time (preferably graduate) employment. Many students now also work 
whilst  studying  and  thus  have  considerable  employment  experience  (Curtis  and  Lucas, 
2000). Through examining the experiences and perceptions of this group of young labour 
market entrants the study adds to the labour process literature on the role of technology in 



















The  increased  interest  in  surveillance  technologies  as  a  mode  of  management  control 
appears  to  have  emerged  as  a  result  of  research  related  to  two  distinct  areas  of 





















identified  in  this  research  include  job  search  practices,  new  and  creative  forms  of 










































impacting  upon  individuals’  family  satisfaction.    In  their  study  of  the  manner  in  which 
personal  digital  assistants  (PDAs)  were  used  by  individuals  to  manage  the  work‐life 
boundary,  Golden  and  Geisler  (2007)  identified  both  utopian  and  dystopian  views  of 
technology use. The former sees technology as an enabling device to increase individual 
efficacy  over  the  management  of  their  work  and  life,  whilst  the  dystopian  view  sees 
technology  as  an  instrument  of  workplace  control  capturing  individuals’  private 
information. Golden and Geisler’s respondents reflected both of these views with some 
viewing  PDAs  as  a  positive  and  agential  tool  and  others  as  allowing  work  to  ‘greedily’ 
encroach on their personal time. Indeed, the role of devices such as PDAs and Blackberries 
in  intensifying  work  effort  has  been  noted  by  other  writers  such  as  Green  (2006)  and 
Warhurst  et  al.  (2008).  Golden  and  Geisler  (ibid)  were  also  aware  of  ‘the  potential 







                                                 
2 Campbell-Clark restricts her discussion of non-work life to the family, reflecting a weakness apparent in much 
work on the work-life boundary (see for example also Chesley, 2005). 6 
 
workplace  have  the  potential  to  become  more  egregious  still.  Although  Chesley  (2005) 
notes  that  current  expectations  of  young  people  around  technology  use  and  ‘24/7 
connectivity’ may make the blurring of work‐life boundaries an ‘irrelevant’ concern, he 
nevertheless  realizes  the  importance  of  further  research  into  users’  expectations  about 
technologies  and,  essentially,  their  control  over  them  (p.  1246).  Similarly  Golden  and 
Geisler  reiterate  the  importance  of  investigating  the  limitations  of  personal  agency  in 
controlling  how  technology  is  used  to  transcend  the  work‐life  boundary.  Workers’ 
perceptions  of  employer  use  of  social  media  are  thus  integral  to  investigate  how  any 

















employer  or  job  vacancy.  Doherty  (2010)  argues  that  using  social  media  as  part  of  an 
attraction strategy engages candidates on a more informal level, and offers the opportunity 
to build on‐going relationships which in turn can increase candidate loyalty. Opportunities 
for  applicants  to  evaluate  their  fit  with  the  organisation  through  such  recruitment 
mechanisms are often cited as enhancing perceived fairness (or social validity) and to lead 
to positive outcomes, such as increased future job satisfaction and a decrease in employee 


























acceptable  to  applicants),  and  Derous  and  deWitte’s  (2001)  social  process  model  of 
selection. The latter identified eight ‘social process’ characteristics which are important to 
potential  job  applicants,  including:  allowing  candidate  participation  in  the  selection 
process; creation of transparency by employers, provision of feedback during the process, 
and guarantee of objectivity in employers’ decision making. Bauer, et al. (2001), similarly, 
developed  a  measure  of  Gilliland’s  (1993)  procedural  justice  rules  called  the  Selection 
Procedural Justice Scale (SPJS). This scale included perceptions of: the job‐relatedness of 
selection  methods,  the  opportunity  for  candidates  to  show  job  relevant  performance, 
reconsideration  opportunity  (the  chance  to  challenge  or  modify  employer  judgements), 




for  predicting  job  performance,  lacking  transparency  and  consistency,  and  an 










from  the  perspective  of  the  worker.  Technology  remains  a  key  source  of  monitoring, 
surveillance and control within the labour process and social media potentially allows the 
extension  of  this  control  into  workers’  non‐work  lives.  Such  use  potentially  blurs  the 





workers’  experiences  and  perceptions  of  employers’  social  media  usage,  the  following 
exploratory research questions are proposed to begin to address this gap. 
 




















they  checked  their  university  e‐mail  accounts.  The  survey  also  overlapped  with  the 















assistants/travel  agents)  occupations.  Given  the  concentration  within  low  paid  service 
occupations  and  the  uneven  distribution  amongst  occupations,  no  occupational 
comparisons are reported here. Seventy‐eight per cent of the sample worked part‐time 





The  survey  was  extensive  and  exploratory  investigating  respondents’  experiences  of 
employers’ use of SN sites during recruitment and in the workplace, their perceptions of 
the fairness and justice of such use and the extent to which consideration of employers 




usages  of  SN  sites  in  the  employment  sphere.  Areas  covered  included  awareness  of 
employer use of SN sites to pre‐screen job applicants; whether employers had disapproved 
of  respondents’  in  work  and  out  of  work  activities  posted  on  SN  sites;  and  whether 
employers used SN sites to communicate with workers in various ways. 
 
Although  the  focus  here  is  on  employer  use  of  SN  sites,  worker  initiated  use  was  also 
considered,  to  ascertain  whether  respondents  actively  used  SN  sites  within  the 








and  in‐work  activities.  Activities  included  using  SN  sites  to:  search  for  applicants, 
administer on‐line tests and pre screen applicants during recruitment; monitor workers in 




Perceptions  of  procedural  justice  were  obtained  using  Gililand’s  (1993)  Selection 






employers  and  applicants/workers;  reconsideration  opportunity  (whether 
applicants/workers had the chance to discuss results of decisions made via SN site data 
with employers); whether employers used data from SN sites consistently; whether SN 
sites  allowed  the  establishment  of  person‐organisation  fit  between  employers  and 
applicants/workers; the job relatedness of SN site data; whether SN site use by employers 
was fair as it was considered ‘common use’; and whether it was fair and proper to use 














































had  successfully  secured  a  job  via  this  route  compared  to  only  23  per  cent  who  had 
attempted to find a job through a SN site without using friends. Respondents also used SN 
sites proactively within work, with 26 per cent reporting that they had arranged a work‐















































site  activity  is  rare  and  greater  where  the  activity  occurs  within  working  time,  or 
specifically  concerns  the  employer,  rather  than  where  the  activity  occurs  outside  of 









colleagues  or  share  information/collaborate  with  colleagues  on  a  SN  site;  15  per  cent 
reported that employers had encouraged them to sign up to organisational groups such as 
discussion  fora;  and  around  10  per  cent  that  the  employer  had  communicated 
organisational  objectives  and  values  to  them  via  a  SN  site  or  had  asked  workers  for 
feedback on the organisation via a SN site. Where employers had asked for feedback 57 per 




























13  Has  your  current/most  recent  employer  ever  encouraged  you  to  share  info/collaborate  with 
colleagues on an SN site? 
18% 
14  Has  current/most  recent  employer  ever  explicitly  used  material  from  an  SN  site  to  comment 
on/assess work performance? 
3% 
15  Has  your  current/most  recent  employer  ever  encouraged  you  to  sign  up  to  org  groups  such  as 
discussion forums on SN sites? 
15% 














In  every  instance  (and  consistent  with  the  findings  above)  employers  had  disciplined 















was  posted  on  Facebook  about  work  it  was  instant  dismissal.  Even  if  it  was  positive.’ 

























...to search for potential job applicants?  278  32  3.15  1.10 
...for employers to pre‐screen applicants through on‐line tests?  277  38  3.32  1.09 
...for  employers  to  pre‐screen  applicants  through  examining  their  SN 
profiles/activities? 
302  13  2.14  1.11 
 
When  examining  respondents’  views  of  procedural  justice  in  more  detail  through  the 





social  media  did  not  allow  applicants’  job  skills  to  be  shown)  and  ‘reconsideration 
opportunity’ ( i.e.  applicants  could  not  discuss  the  outcome  of  decisions  made  via 
information gained from SN sites). Interestingly, these elements, which are related to the 
validity of using social media for selection decisions, were perceived as marginally less just 







Table  3:  Perceived  procedural  justice  of  using  social  media  in  recruitment  and 
selection 
 







3  2‐way  communication  SN  sites  allow  between  job  applicants  and 
employers. 
302  3.29  1.06 







6  SN sites allow establishment of person‐organisation fit.  302  2.69  1.07 




9  Whether it is fair/proper to use SN sites in recruitment  302  2.54  0.99 
10  Overall procedural justice of SN sites in recruitment scale  301  2.53  0.62 
   15 
 
T‐tests  were  used  to  establish  whether  there  were  differences  in  perceived  fairness 
depending on respondents’ experiences of SN site use and their form of use of SN sites (i.e. 
the extent to which they used SN for work purposes). The most striking finding was that 












































Table  4:  Perceived  procedural  justice  by  respondent  experience  of  SN  sites  for 
recruitment and selectiona  
 






























through  an  SN  site  (either 

























Fair  for  employers  to  pre‐screen 
applicants  through  examining  on‐
line profile/activities. 

























8.  Respondent  /other  applicants 







Fair  for  employers  to  pre‐screen 
applicants  through  examining  on‐
line profile/activities. 



































from  where  SN  sites  were  used  to  simply  communicate  with  employees  (which  was 
deemed as ‘fair’ or ‘very fair’ by over 44 per cent), respondents did not see employer use of 
such sites as particularly fair (see Table 5). Respondents felt that it was particularly unfair 
for  employers  to  monitor  workers’  behaviour  whilst  not  at  work,  to  collect  personal 
information  on  employees  and  to  make  disciplinary/dismissal  decisions  based  on 
information collected on SN sites. Only three per cent believed it to be ‘fair’ or ‘very fair’ for 
employers  to  monitor  behaviour  whilst  not  at  work  whilst  approximately  7  per  cent 






  To what extent is it fair to use SN sites to …  N  % fair/v 
fair 
M  SD 
1  … monitor workers’ behaviour whilst they are at work?  278  35  3.22  1.12 
2  … monitor workers’ behaviour whilst they are not at work?  278  3  1.61  0.82 
3  … communicate with employees?  278  44  3.65  0.99 
4  … collect personal information on employees?  278  7  2.03  0.93 
5  … collect information related to employee job performance?  278  21  2.62  1.20 
6  … gather information to discipline employees?  278  7  1.92  1.03 













use  of  social  media  when  it  extended  into  their  non‐work  lives.  Although  most  scores 



















5  Reconsideration  opportunity  (i.e.  employees  do  not  have  chance  to  discuss 






7  Person organisation fit.  279  2.54  1.05 
8  Whether  it  is  known/considered  common  use  that  SN  sites  are  used  in 
employmenta 
279  2.61  0.79 
9  Whether it is fair/proper to use SN sites in employmentb  279  2.43  0.90 











being  disciplined  for  using  SN  sites  in  the  workplace  also  reported  lower  levels  of 
procedural justice in terms of two‐way communication between employers and workers. 
There was one circumstance in which those who had had a ‘negative’ experience with their 
employers  reported  higher  levels  of  procedural  justice.  Those  who  had  experienced 




Where  respondents  had  experienced  more  potentially  positive  forms  of  employer 

























































Experience  of  SN  site  use 
in the workplace 
Element of procedural justice  N  Means (Y/N) 
1.  Employer  has  ever 
explicitly  disapproved  of 










Fair  for  employers  to  collect  personal  info  on  employees 
through SN sites. 
277  2.42 / 1.98 * 







































6.  Ever  arranged  a  social 







































to  sign  up  to  org  groups 









Experience  of  SN  site  use 
in the workplace 
Element of procedural justice  N  Means (Y/N) 
13.  Has  your  current/most 
recent  employer  ever 
communicated  org 
objectives,  values  etc…  to 
you through an SN site? 
_  ‐  ­ 
14.  Has  your  current/most 
recent employer ever asked 







































Supporting  the  proportion  reporting  that  they  managed  their  on‐line  profiles  with 





used  by  recruiters  in  a  negative  way.  One  respondent  for  example  stated  that,  ‘people 
should be aware of employers when choosing what to put on these sites such as photos on 














experiences  of  employer  use  in  the  workplace  also  referred  to  managing  their  privacy 








It  is  possible  that  active  management  of  personal  information  on  SN  sites  affected 
perceptions of fairness. Both recruitment and in‐work perceptions of justice were higher 




sites  in  recruitment  was  known  to  be  common  use  amongst  employers,  that  SN  sites 









likely  to  report  increased  procedural  justice  in  areas  such  as  job‐relatedness,  person‐
organisation fit and overall procedural justice. Nevertheless perceptions of justice were 
still not positive. Again it appeared that where respondents had greater control over what 
employers  could  see  in  their  on‐line  profiles  they  reported  higher  procedural  justice, 
although the results were not as stark as for recruitment. Those who actively used SN sites 




























































was  not  widespread  evidence  of  employers  attempting  to  extend  control  over  current 
employees’ non‐work lives through monitoring their SN site activities, 7‐11 per cent of 
respondents  reported  that  employers  had  disapproved  of  activities  shown  on  SN  sites. 











There  did  still  remain  the  potential  for  ‘creeping’  extension  of  employer  influence  via 
ostensibly more anodyne use of SN sites. A significant proportion of respondents reported 















There  was  more  evidence  of  employers  using  employees’  SN  information  during 















generation  ‘Y’  (Tenwick,  2008).  Nevertheless  perceptions  of  the  fairness  and  justice  of 
employers’  use  of  social  media  in  both  recruitment  and  the  workplace  were  generally 
negative. Respondents displayed concerns over the validity, propriety and fairness of using 
SN site data on job applicants and current employees. Respondents believed that it was 
especially  unfair  for  employers  to  use  SN  sites  to  pre‐screen  job  applicants,  monitor 
workers’ non‐work activities, collect personal information on workers and discipline and 
dismiss workers. Workers thus appeared to desire a boundary between their work and 
non‐work  activities  (see  also  Golden  and  Geisler,  2007;  Trottier  and  Lyon,  2011).  This 
finding  also  contradicts  Chesley’s  (2005)  assertion  that  the  current  generation’s 

































in  the  workplace  there  therefore  exists  potential  for  them  to  control  how  this  occurs. 
Nevertheless,  the  potential  for  employers  to  show  a  lack  of  transparency  in  using 
employees’ SN site activities and even extending cultural control outwith the workplace 





Association  of  Graduate  Recruiters  (2012)  The  AGR  Graduate  Recruitment  Survey  2012: 
Winter Review, available from http://www.agr.org.uk 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